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The Christian faith practice among Chinese people tends to be conservative, inclusive 
and complying. While the subversive and creative dimensions of it are unable to revea l. 
Traces of those factors to this phenomenon could be found in the religious movements in 
Chinese history, in particular those of Chinese folk religions. The failure of revealing the 
subversive-ness and creativity of Christianity only hinders its most essential force to 
take effect among Chinese people and Chinese culture. That is a force which enables us 
to look forward on our journey to salvation, and to hope in the time of eternity. This 
thesis by examining the features and problems of Chinese religiosity base on a 
discussion over three Chinese religious movements, aims at bringing up the opportunity 
of Christianity to Chinese religious culture. 
中國人實踐的基督信仰， 傾向保守 、內聚 、妥協，卻未能呈現基督信仰的顛覆性
和創造性 。 這種跡象可以從歷史上中國人的宗教信仰， 特別是民間信仰中找到其
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Denial of the world in Chinese religious tradition 








1. Defining the problem 
This is a study about the perception of the end time within the Chinese 
religious concept. The end always has so much to do with a new beginning, a restart, 
a change and a renewal. In Christian theology, the eschaton carries a meaning 
extending to a new beginning. At the end, everything will be renewed. The promise 
and the hope of a new beginning have shaped the whole history. The theological idea 
of eschatology may have never appeared so systematically in Chinese religions as it 
has in its western counterparts. But the concept of an end followed by a new chance 
to start over is not at all alien to the Chinese people. The thirst for such a new chance 
has given direction to the spirituality of the religious Chinese. In such manner, what 
concerns about a new beginning in Christian eschatology is also a concern of the 
Chinese people over the subject of religious promise. Or we can say, Chinese people 
find meaning in religion because it gives them hope for a new life. The thirst for a 
new life is so strong to have made it the core religious expectation in face of the end 
time. With such hope for a new life, present sufferings seem lighter and easier to 
endure. It is particularly meaningful for Chinese people because they have been 
overwhelmed by sufferings of different kinds in the course of history. Only when a 
new beginning comes, can disorder be regulated and evil be combated. Such 
eschatological view has a place at the centre of Chinese religion. In order to secure a 
place in the new time after the end of this, Chinese people prepare themselves by 
getting away from the secular world as much as they can. Since it is in fact not 
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possible for most of the people to abandon their labor work or stop caring about 
worldly affairs, usually they would turn to restrain themselves from worldly pleasure 
such as drinking and enjoyment of the flesh. Consequently, these religious people 
deny the world by rejecting it as tragic 
and painful on one hand, and by earning for themselves a ticket to heaven with good 
works, worshipping of gods, and burning of incense. This study wants to show how 
the Chinese religious essence is its central perspective inactive, conservative and 
complying. Although intrusions to the imperial rule and social order might seem to 
have happened in relation to religion in China, these intrusions neither attempted to 
bring complete turnover to the typical Chinese ideology and value nor introduce 
transformation to the long existing social order. 
The world, in the Chinese religious term, covers a wide range of meaning 
from all daily events to the more abstract activities in terms of thinking and 
reasoning of mind. In some Chinese literatures we could also find the world referring 
to men and women. In short, we can say that in the Chinese religious understanding 
the world means basically the humanity. There lies a major difference between 
Chinese religiosity from Christianity on its interpretation of the world in their 
respective view of creatures other than human beings. 1 The world is therefore more 
than a physical and natural environment where the humanity inhabits. It is also about 
how culture, ideology, beliefs and hope are put to practice in real life. An attitude 
toward the world is an important issue in the practice of religion, as the world 
represents thoughts and activities of people. It is found in the Chinese religious 
1 This human-centric character of the Chinese people seeing animals and plants closer to non-l iving 
than living things , not only have an impact on Chinese Christians ' understanding of the Cosmos, 
but also leads to a tendency of rejecting the world due to human failure . And the rest of the entire 
creation is always at the expense. We will come back to this discussion further in the conclusion of 
this paper. 
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culture that either the view of a determined future alongside a passive attitude toward 
the world is adopted, carrying with it a heavy sense of helplessness in facing life and 
reality. Or it is one of an undetermined future accompanying an activist worldview. 
Both contribute to the formulation of a Chinese eschatological view, reflected largely 
in its millennia! and messianic perspectives. 
In Chinese context, many aspects of life including religion are obviously 
influenced by political reality. This helps to explain why religious movements arouse 
more frequently when the condition in society failed to answer the most humble need 
0-qwof peace and prosperity. Meanwhile, we can also see the equally, if not more 
important role which classical Confucian ideal has played in complicating the 
situation. In the beginning of this study, I will be looking at the interaction between 
the Confucian ideal as underlying factor and the motivation of religious movement in 
the Chinese empire. And I will also discuss the issue of revolutionary elements in 
Chinese religious movement. 
n. The religious movements 
The main body of this study is an overvtew of a few Chinese religious 
movements. They are representative in terms of their popularity and religiousness. 
The first example we are going to look at is the Celestial Master movement in the 
latter Han ( * 1Ji) dynasty. The Celestial Master movement belongs to folk Taoism 
(versus classical Taoism). Taoism is probably the only religion with a pure Han 
Chinese origin. And the Celestial Master Sect is a folk version of it mainly practiced 
among the common people. Compared to the classical Taoism where the philosophy 
of Lao-tzu is studied, the popularized Celestial Master Taoism has more to do with 
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mysticism, use of charm, magical healing and drills for long life. The Celestial 
Master Sect easily attracted attention from political leaders because of its origination 
from the Five-Peck Rice Sect. The latter was assumed to be related to popular 
uprisings during the latter Han period. 
The second example to be discussed in this study is the White Lotus 
1novement during the Yuan ( JC ¥Jj) dynasty. The White Lotus is an expression of 
indigenous popular Chinese Buddhism. The White Lotus is a complicated case 
because of a mixture of the Amitabha belief and Maitreya belief in it, both in fact 
belonging to Pure Land Buddhism. Nonetheless, a mixture of two streams into one 
popular religion had made the White Lotus a successful example of Buddhism 
becoming fully a Chinese folk religion. In the eyes of the imperial rulers, the White 
Lotus might even have outplayed the Celestial Master in terms of its rebellious 
nature. The White Lotus had been prohibited by the Yuan imperial court due to its 
highly suspicious gatherings and priestly organization. This was because the Yuan 
emperor and a few senior officials regarded the White Lotus as dangerous and 
threatening to its safe rule of the giant empire. 
The last example is the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom movement in late Qing 
(M ¥Jj) period. Taiping is exceptionally significant in both political and religious 
history in China because it is the first and only (so far) religious movement that had 
shaken the imperial rule under a Christian banner. For those who have an opinion on 
the movement, whether Taiping is genuinely Christian remains questionable. People 
who are suspicious of its Christian nature could have two main reasons for their 
argument. Firstly, the leader Hong Xiu-quan had only briefly learned about Christian 
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doctrines from Reverend Issachar Roberts, a Southern Baptist missionary. 2 
Meanwhile, most of the Christian teachings passed on to the believers in the Taiping 
movement came from Hong's own interpretation of biblical passages. We also know 
that Hong based his interpretations mainly on a tract with biblical passages translated 
by a Chinese convert. Secondly, the religious activities practiced among the Taiping 
people retained quite an amount of Chinese folk religious element. And obviously 
Hong had no knowledge of certain Christian sacraments so they were never practiced 
within the Taiping. In the Taiping Christian activities, many of the Christian rituals 
were mixed with Chinese folk religious practices and therefore made the Taiping 
religion become a strange thing. Nevertheless, being the first and foremost Christian 
inspired religion, the Taiping movement deserves a special place in the history of 
Christianity in China. 
111 . Same characteristics shared among these movements 
These religious movements are selected for discussion in this study because 
each of them meets a couple of qualifying reasons. All of them belong to a kind of 
loose and popular religiosity instead of a doctrinal religion. The have each become a 
movement because they had been popularized among a large number of common 
Chinese. Due to their large scale and penetration in the general mass they had been 
put under surveillance, sometimes even under ruthless suppression by imperial and 
state authority, and had also been condemned as heretic by their mainline 
counterparts. 
Apart from their popular character, all of them have borne a significant 
2 Franz Michael, The Taiping Rebellion. History and Documents (Seattle: University of Washington 
Press, 1966), 26 
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religious fragrance. They are all undoubtedly religious movements. This makes them 
particularly meaningful to look at in Chinese history. While mainline Confucian 
philosophy attempted to pull back religious pursuit, the thirst of it remained strong 
among the mass population which could only be quenched by popular religious 
movements. 
Another characteristic element shared between these movements is that their 
popularity might have made them a legacy but failed to enable them to sustain. They 
all fade out at the end and no new beginning emerged. While the Pure Land has 
become a major tradition of Chinese Buddhism until today the White Lotus is 
historical. While Taoism still enjoys its fame as a genuine Chinese religion the 
Celestial Master had disappeared long ago. While the present day Chinese Christians 
are working hard on the construction of Chinese Christianity the Taiping had died in 
the same fashion as the last emperor of China. This possibly tells us two things. One 
is that, in order to survive a religion has to be recognized by the mainstream thus 
subjecting it to control and surveillance by the ruling party. The other is that religion 
is always secondary to political and cultural considerations within the Chinese 
culture. This means that in the Chinese context, a religion could easily be suffocated 
to death if it insists on its personality and vibrancy. Mostly it could only comply with 
the expectation of the ruling power and align with the traditional Chinese ethical 
value in order to survive and grow. Otherwise a plausible way to wipe them out is by 
labeling these religions as heretical and threatening to social stability. 
I will also say that these religious movements are indigenously Chinese. 
Although each of them were built upon one major religion, namely Taoism, 
6 
Buddhism and Christianity, they each had developed their own confession and code 
of religious practices which showed distinctive differences from their sources of 
religious inspiration. This explains why the Celestial Master, the White Lotus and the 
Taiping were sometimes called "heterodoxy" and "heresy". In fact, many of these 
deviations from the "orthodox" religions had emerged to answer the spiritual and 
psychological needs of the ordinary people. Most of them were uneducated, 
underprivileged, poor laborers and women. Therefore, it is a major challenge for 
every indigenous religion to strike a balance between inculturation and not giving 
way to heterodoxy. 
1v. Discussion on organization 
I will further discuss the religious organization in each of the movements. 
They had all formed into a kind of polity and community, in which administration 
and social order were implemented. Unfortunately, such kind of folk organization 
could hardly develop into civil organizations because it is extremely difficult for the 
imperial court to overcome their suspicion regarding them. As a result, this kind of 
folk religious institutions usually existed as secret society or in semi-legal (e.g. 
although imperial court prohibited the folk institutions, the provincial officials 
allowed them as long as they did not stir up unrest atnong the common people) 
status. 
However, though they could be dangerous and threatening in outlook the 
existence of these organizations is healthy and crucial in the Chinese society. Due to 
their religious nature these social organizations are something beyond mere civil 
administration. The social structure aligning with religious teachings and practices 
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mostly in form of religious rituals, are able to help dealing with the spiritual realm of 
life, an area which the civil government could not handle with same success. I 
therefore believe that rather than being a potential threat to social stability the 
religious institutions have actually served to stabilize the society by fulfilling the 
intangible needs of the common people. 
v. Discussion on eschatological view 
A final section will then be spent on the discussion of the eschatological view 
reflected in these Chinese folk religious movements. The concept on the "eschaton" 
as one "-fogy" might not have been so systematically developed in these Chinese folk 
religions, however, Chinese people keep looking for answers from something 
supernatural on what will happen in the future , whether good people will be 
rewarded and bad ones punished, on how to find a way to the heavenly paradise and 
how to avoid tortures in hell. This is a genuine wish and faith in a good life, 
ultimately and finally at the end. The theological subject of eschatology is thus 
brought up in this study. By examining the eschatological view within the Chinese 
culture and comparing it to the Christian eschatology, I want to find the point of 
entry for the transforming and renewing power of Christianity to effect on the 
benefits of the Chinese people. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
Millennialism and messianism in Chinese conception 
I. Introduction 
An ideal world has always been an ultimate hope for the intellectuals as well 
as members of the Chinese society. Since ancient time Chinese teachings have put 
much emphasis on the formation of an ideal world. The Confucian ideal believed in 
human endeavor for personal virtue and fidelity. And thus a good society was meant 
to be achieved under the rule of wise and kind authorities. Unfortunately, efforts 
made by both intellectuals and members of the society on building their ideal world 
have never been able to bear fruit. Political ambition of individuals for a benevolent 
and righteous society shattered from time to time due to unceasing unrest and 
turmoil. Invasion by various tribal groups as well as monarchial conflicts led to 
endless political suppression and warfare. In fact political upheavals throughout the 
history of China hindered the realization of the Confucian ideal. As a result, many 
Chinese people turned away from Confucian pragmatism to Taoist aloofness. They 
chose to renounce the world and to stand aloof from worldly, or more precisely, 
political affairs, while many more especially ordinary people turned to supernatural 
and spiritual methods. Historically and culturally speaking, religion is viewed by 
Chinese people with a salvific function pointing to the restoration of peaceful and 
well fed life from social chaos and unrest. The religious salvific function is expected 
in terms of a regulating power that religion possesses force and that leads to a 
"religious rescue". While Confucianism, the mainstream for Chinese intellectuals as 
the central philosophy for politics and social life rejects the reliance on the 
supernatural in favor of human efforts and virtues, religion remains more 
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accommodative to the general public because it promised a great power beyond 
human ability. In a long history Chinese folk religions are formed under mixture of 
folk culture of the northern tribes with the Han Chinese culture. It has reached a 
climax when Buddhism, Taoism and Confucianism are vigorously interacting with 
one another and then affecting the practice of folk religions immensely. Religion 
always becomes most influential among the Chinese people when they were 
disappointed with life, especially if this was caused by the failure and corruption of 
the bureaucracy. Moving away from the unfulfilled promises made by the 
intelligentsia and the bureaucracy to the hopes propagandized by religious leaders, 
ordinary people were motivated to fight against their misery with violent uprising. In 
times of chaos and unrest, some particular kinds of messianic religious idea, e.g. the 
"birth of the Ming Wang" (S)j_:Etfjt!t) and the "reincarnation of the Maitreya Buddha" 
(~¥nf*$f~) would be revitalized and become popular again. On one hand this kind 
of religious enthusiasm emerged to counteract the failure of Confucian ideal in 
achieving stability, on the other hand it also gave hope and expectation to the mass 
population for the arrival of a new king and a new time. Religion , for the Chinese 
people, is expected with a hope to rescue them from the time of despair and for the 
good time to come once again. 
Until Christianity was brought into China by Christian missionanes from 
Europe and North America, once again the Chinese's hope of an ideal world found a 
point of connection with this foreign religion. Christianity had played a very special 
role at that particular point in Chinese history primarily because through the mouths 
of the missionaries it talked to the Chinese people about the "Kingdom of Heaven" 
which the latter could relate to the ideal world without much difficulty. The coming 
of the heavenly kingdom delivered in Christian messages as preached by a number of 
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industrious evangelists and faith missionaries was remarkably convincing for many 
Chinese people. The temporal dimension behind the coming of God's kingdom met 
with the pragmatic nature of the hope of an ideal world. The Kingdom of God, as 
promised in Christianity revived the desire of the pursuit of ideal world. But the 
question is whether this ideal world promised by Christianity is different from the 
one in the Chinese mind. 
II. Human-centrism and pessimism in Chinese culture 
To say that Chinese people renounce the world does not mean that they see 
worldly life as meaningless or that they give up on reality. On the contrary, standing 
detached from worldly affairs is their way to keep on living in this unpredictable 
world. Retreating is just another path of participating in worldly life. Quite similar to 
the Confucian view, Taoism embraces the present world and the entire humanity. 
Continuous political upheavals and invasions of nomadic tribes have forced some 
people to adopt a detached attitude and giving up the hope of achieving an ideal 
world. This might have presented an image of abandoning and renouncing the world 
and its reality but quite the opposite, it is rather an alternative way to actualize one ' s 
ideal and ambition. The same kind of recessive attitude in Taoism has also been 
reflected in Buddhism in China. The Journey to the West is the best representation of 
such kind of Chinese Buddhism and is illustrated by a story of religious pursuit of a 
Buddhist monk who was accompanied by his powerful proteges. Underneath the 
magical and dangerous adventure, the characters portrayed in the story in different 
forms of god and devil set out a story for the author to talk about how unpredictable 
human life is. Put it in Chinese way, human life is beyond logic. Clothed in a 
religious legend of the righteous and powerful monkey king who defeated every 
devil on his way to the sacred place, the Journey to the West pointed out the 
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absurdity of the world and of human life. Courage and righteousness could only 
overcome evil and tyranny in fictions. But in reality, good people could only endure 
the hardship and hope for a better time to come. At the same time, religion is seen as 
imaginary and escaping, and it is not as useful as any political ideology in the matter 
of changing and bettering the world. 
Meanwhile, most of the Chinese people found their relief and hope in fictions 
and miraculous stories. In many popular Chinese ghost stories, suppressed people 
found revenge over feudal lords and poor people got away from poverty with the 
help of spirits and ghosts. These are some of the most common themes in popular 
Chinese literature. Moreover, spirits and ghosts are to the Chinese mind, beings 
neither saints nor angels in the Christian Bible and many western literatures. In many 
Chinese folk stories, spirits and ghosts are actually people who died in grief and 
could therefore not make their journey to heaven. 1 These spirits of dead people 
became wandering souls and wild ghosts. Until they found revenge to those who had 
caused their guiltless death they would be able to rest in peace and proceed to their 
next life. As such, torn between the desire to make way to heaven and the 
unavoidable misfortune in real life, the Chinese people become aspired to the 
concept of Utopia. It is a far away land where people can live simple and peaceful 
life.2 Tired of wars, uncontrollable bad luck and unstable situation, they just want to 
raise their families in a peaceful environment. This concept of Utopia also influences 
the Chinese Christians on comprehending the Christian message of "on earth as in 
heaven"3 that they find in it a spiritual place where they can escape from the world 
1 A popular saying in Chinese referring to "heaven" is "heaven in the west". This popular belief in 
Chinese folk culture that the heavenly and sacred place is located somewhere in the west (not 
referring to Europe or the Western world) actually comes from Buddhism. It is not a coincidence 
that the famous monkey king story is named "Journey to the West". 
2 The best represented vision of Utopia in Chinese tradition is the one illustrated in the poem "Peach 
Blossom Spring" (tJt:ffi~~c) by the famous poet Tao Qian (~tiYM, 365-427) 
3 Jason Yeung, "On Earth as In Heaven: the Seeking of Utopia of Chinese people" in Millennium: 
Perspectives in the Chinese Context (Hong Kong: Lutheran Theological Seminary, 2000), 28-29 
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and find peace. But at the same they have overlooked the liberating dimension of the 
promise of the coming of Kingdom of God. The seed of pneumatology of liberation 
seems to be there in the Chinese mind but it has never grown into full bloom. 
Ill. Christian millennium and messianism in Chinese tradition 
Traditional philosophy and literature give hints of a few characteristics of 
Chinese culture. First, there is a strong desire for an ideal world in term of political 
reality. Second, such an ideal must be practical and must be able to be put into 
exercise so that its value can be truly meaningful. Third, historic political and social 
happenings turned this ideal from a political ambition to a withdrawn lifestyle. 
Fourth, there is a unique self expectation of the Chinese intellectual as well as the 
expectation imposed on them by the society. Fifth, religious elements are not 
prominent in the Chinese concept of an ideal world. This last one among these few 
characteristics denotes the ever since tension and mutual attraction between Chinese 
culture and Christianity. Tension as well as mutual attraction between Chinese 
culture and Christianity was seen in the Chinese history of the past two hundred 
years particularly during the time of the mission movement in the late Q ing period. 
Only since very recently Christianity is regarded as a possible answer to the 
modernization of China. But still, the underlying agenda behind almost every 
modernization movement in modern China is that the ideas and knowledge from the 
west could only be adopted as a means or tool while the Chinese tradition is still 
superior to other cultures and therefore should remain the core of anything under the 
title Chinese. 
When Christianity came into China, the promise of a divine kingdom and the 
messiah fitted into the unfulfilled desire of the Chinese people. But it is important to 
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notice that the kind of millennium and messianic expectation of Chinese Christians is 
therefore quite different from its original idea of the Latin Church tradition. 
Nevertheless, the expectation of the millennial kingdom provided a brand new hope 
for Chinese people who received Christianity to redefine their desire of the ideal 
world. Also because it came from a totally different tradition and culture, Christian 
millennialism excited the Chinese Christians in terms of self realization, which the 
intellectuals have been struggling with for centuries. As the Chinese people admitted 
that the ideal world proposed by Confucianism had never really been achieved, the 
one offered by Christianity met this unanswered need at that point. At the same time, 
in the midst of unceasing social unrest, the love and charity advocated by Christian 
missionaries had drawn the attention of Chinese people who either look for a 
benevolent world as well as those who were in need of love and help. 
The practical dimensions of Christianity answered the needs of the Chinese 
people on one hand in terms of the value of love, kindness, benevolence and justice. 
But on the other hand the potential revolutionary characters of Christian millennium 
attracted both positive and negative responses from Chinese Christians. Revolt is 
regarded as a negative thing in Chinese culture as it is usually related to massive 
killing and robbing of mobs revolting against regional rule in Chinese history. 
Therefore at this point China is not ready for anything revolutionary. Chinese people 
have for too long been longing for a kind of peace and freedom that would connect 
them to the heavenly kingdom promised in Christianity. Due to the heavy political 
element and the desire for an ideal reality in Chinese culture, the heavenly kingdom 
becomes a matter that allows the manifestation of Chinese culture and idea in the 
form of Christian religion to the Christians in China. Christianity, as embraced by 
Chinese Christians, has therefore become very pragmatic and is used as an ideal that 
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provides guidance to the improvement of the present world. While traditional virtues 
such as harmony and obedience still dominates the value system of the Chinese 
people, the guidance that Christianity can offer have largely been limited to the 
moral code and this has further reduced its renewing effect. As a result, we still need 
to ask how this "indigenous" millennialism has been influenced, interacted and 
continued to shape Chinese culture, particularly in terms of pursing the ideal and 
perfect kingdom of God. 
IV. Buddhist millennium and messianism in Chinese tradition 
There is a prominent foundation within Chinese culture for the idea of 
interrelation between Heaven and man ( 1(. A -@J- ). It is a belief saying that the 
purposes and decisions coming from heaven are in very close relation to the behavior 
and morality of humanity. Everything happens due to some human factors. One 
common way to explain this thought is that when people, and primarily the emperor 
and the ruling class, have become morally corrupted, dissipated and lustrous, the 
cosmic order will then be negatively affected and thus the world will enter a phase of 
disaster signified by war, famine, flood etc. Such belief of an interrelation between 
humanity and cosmic functioning implies that the personal morality and behavior of 
the emperor has the most unique and special place in the historical and cosmic 
trajectory, and thus has always become a focal point for scrutiny in the time of unrest 
and disasters. It is because the emperor is the person who was assigned the heavenly 
destiny, tien ming (1($), to have come into his place. Meanwhile, this interrelation 
seemed to apply also to common people but to a very different extent. Since 
members from the popular did not receive this heavenly destiny (to take the throne), 
their morality and behavior were limited to affecting their own well being. The 
throne actually requested the compliance of the emperor to act in accordance_ with the 
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celestial ideal of benevolence. If turned away from it, the fate of the dynasty would 
doom, resulting in "disorder of flood and drought, failure of crop and wheat, spread 
of epidemic diseases and death of countless number of people".4 This portrayed an 
alarming picture of an end time. And it is the failure of the emperor that brought 
about those natural disasters. In this sense, the human factor is considered the cause 
of disruption of nature's order. Mahayana Buddhism (::k*1!t~), connotes this idea 
of interrelation between cosmic and humanity in the teaching of Maitreya. The 
Maitreya Buddha is a messianic figure, a Buddha of the future. If Buddhism has ever 
given an impression of quietism and pessimism, the belief of Maitreya Buddha will 
certainly offer quite an opposite image, representing the dynamic and revolutionary 
dimensions of the religion. It is said that the world is undergoing a circle of good 
time and bad time interchanging with each other. Whenever it comes to the turn of a 
bad time, usually accompanied by a series of natural disasters, the Maitreya Buddha 
is expected to come to restore order. Upon his arrival, disasters and tragedies 
resulting from both natural and human factors will cease. The Maitreya messianism 
certainly has its own distinctiveness. First, it does not say that the Maitreya Buddha 
will come into the world as a deity to bring a once-and-for-all-time halt to the chaos 
in humanity. But rather, since the Buddhist belief adopts the principle of causality, 
the Maitreya Buddha returns because there are chaos and corruption in the world. 
While the Buddha will be reborn repeatedly to the world to end the down turn of the 
cycle, the coming of the Maitreya Buddha as a messiah is therefore not an ultimate 
deliverance but it is something which will eventually happen at the end of every low 
tide. Put it in a different way, it is not up to the complete autonomy of the Maitreya 
Buddha to come into the world but instead, he will have to come when the time is 
right so to speak when people especially the ruler has screwed up a stable and 
4 Li Feng-mou, "Liu zhao dao jiao di mo shi jiu jie guan" 7\~Jj:i][~I¥J*t!t~MW [Rescue of the 
end time in the Six Dynasties Taoism] in Mo shi yu xi wang *t!tffil.::ff;fiff [Eschatology and Hope} , 
(Taipei: Wu nan tu shu chu ban gong si, 1999), 132 
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virtuous governance. Second, though not being explained very clearly in its teaching, 
the rebirth of the Maitreya Buddha is likely a repeated event happening in a cyclical 
pattern. And although it seems possible that there is going to be a final coming of 
the Maitreya Buddha, the Maitreya Buddha is neither a being who had been present 
since the beginning of history whose power sustains beyond his own physical 
existence, such as Jesus of Nazareth in Christianity, nor someone who is going to 
come to deliver his people in one shot as in the expected second coming of Christ. In 
the Maitreya belief, it is the "what" that matters rather than the "who". It means that 
when it is time for the next Maitreya Buddha to come, usually signified by a failing 
monarchy and series of natural disasters, people would be alert of the approaching of 
an end time. A sense of coming to the end is more significant to the people than who 
would be the next reborn Maitreya Buddha. Unlike what is proclaimed in 
Christianity, the incarnation is a repeated event in the whole historical sequence that 
more than one person in the human history would have become the messiah for his 
own time. The identity of a certain person is therefore less important in the Maitreya 
eschatology compared to that of Christianity or Judaism. The Maitreya Buddha 
neither needs to be a monotheistic God nor the offspring of a forefather of a chosen 
race. The whole thing is indeed about a signal of an end time which has instead much 
to do with a change of dynasties. As seen in the history of the Chinese empire, 
messianic self-claims was a crucial matter for military leaders and revolutionaries 
who aimed at assuming the position as the next dynastic emperor. Nevertheless, who 
was going to be the next emperor was not of crucial concern to the general public as 
long as the bad time would end with a replacement for the forsaken ruler of the old 
dynasty. 
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V. Taoist millennium and messianism in Chinese tradition 
The history of religion in China, the one of folk religion specifically, ts a 
history of interchange between calamity and rescue. 5 It has accurately spelled out the 
meaning of religion to the Chinese people. Political stability and economic 
prosperity remain the almost irreplaceable desire for Chinese people, from the 
intelligentsia to the general public. The former pursue their political ideal usually 
under strong Confucian influence. The latter are looking for safety and long life, 
which could only be made possible under wise and able governance. Behind these 
thoughts is a perception of the cosmic mandate dividing the state of normality and 
the state of abnormality. A strong sense of fear toward the state of abnormality has 
developed into an equally strong desire to wipe it out. Usually the state of 
abnormality is shown in two ways, first the misbehavior of human beings revealing 
political disorder, corruption, abusing of power by the bureaucracy, and second the 
natural disasters in terms of drought, flood, failure of harvest, landslide and even 
earthquake. Both situations led to numerous victims suffering from hunger and 
homeless-ness. The association between religion and politics in such kind of 
interdependent manner found its root from the religious scrolls of the Six Dynasties 
Taoism ( 1\ ~)j m ~!J..) which has also molded the religiosity of the ordinary Chinese 
people. In these religious texts, the fall of a dynasty within a circular dynastic 
substitution system is mentioned accompanying a time period overwhelmed by 
natural disasters, riots, plundering, famine and people wandering around seeking 
refuge. A heavy sense of fear further threatens the already devastated refugees. The 
picture of an end time in Chinese mind has so much been captured as such. Chinese 
people would become unusually sensitive to series of natural disasters and civil 
uprisings which is believed to foretell the fall of the current dynasty. However, there 
5 Li Feng-mou , "Liu chao dao jiao di mo shi jiu jie guan" 7\~J3:i]!~~B"J*t!t:J&Mfm [Rescue of the 
end time in the Six Dynasties Taoism], Mo shi yu xi wang *t!t!!if.:ffff/l [Eschatology and Hope}, 
137 
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is actually nothing mystical about the eventual downfall of one dynastic rule under 
the signs of natural disasters and civil uprisings because as we can see in many cases 
in the Chinese history, civil uprisings, mostly in form of peasants armed revolts 
seldom began on national scale or aimed at replacing the current ruling dynasty with 
a new one. The fact is that peasants, in fear of loosing their food supplies and shelter 
(which, put in Chinese way is to be clothed and well fed) were forced to arm 
themselves with very simple tools such as plough and sickle to protect themselves 
from the bandits that made life unsafe in times of natural disaster and food crisis. 
Nevertheless, a few ambitious people would seize the chance to ferment troubles 
among the mobs as well as the peasants for their own political pursuit. Those 
ambitious leaders would usually make use of religious and mystical persuasion to 
further push forward the strike against local governments. Religion played a 
significant role here because in Chinese folk religions the hope of rescue is promised 
to the ordinary people. That is when approaching the end time of a dynasty, people 
could expect a god incarnated person coming to be a new emperor to rescue them 
from the deprivation of foods and shelter. In the Taoist religious texts, a time full of 
calamity is put as an equivalent to the end of a dynastic rule meaning that it is the 
time for a messianic figure to come. The nation would then be prosperous again and 
the people would live in safety under the reign of the new emperor. It shed light on 
the hardship which people were suffering from and gave them hope to hold onto the 
better life ahead. Interestingly enough, the Confucian political ideal is vividly 
reflected in this hope of rescue of Taoist religion, although they have adopted quite a 
different way to achieve the same goal. Maybe we can say that the religious hope 
promised in Taoism is being interpreted with an intense Confucian smell, which is a 
hope for a benevolent and wise monarch. A hope of such kind is undoubtedly 
political and social in essence. On one hand it gave hope to the suffering people and 
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on the other motivated the armless and disorderly rebels and bandits to rise against 
local government and even the central imperial court. From the monarchy's point of 
view, popular movement of any kind therefore must be ruthlessly suppressed and 
eliminated at all cost. In fact, it is not rare in Chinese history for such kind of 
religious movement to emerge during the time of abnormality, usually appearing in 
peasants ' revolt, resulting in the downfall of a dynastic rule. Whenever the 
Confucian ideal failed to exert its influence and be administrated under its normal 
manner in politics, the Taoist eschatological idea of rescue supplementing the 
Buddhist Maitreya belief would have put together a religious political movement. In 
spite of saying that this kind of religious political movement would come into the 
scene when the Confucian ideal could no longer be in effect, the hope and goal is 
indeed not much different from the original Confucian hope of peace and order. 6 The 
Taoist eschatological belief still remains in the framework of Confucian belief in 
rescue from above and from a good political leadership. 
VI. Eschatological concept in Chinese religious understanding 
The missionary and Christian message as a whole was received and 
subsequently molded by a pre-concept that was shaped through the Taoist and 
Buddhist traditions and their eschatological expectation. When Chinese people 
encountered the Christian eschatological messages, as preached by the Christian 
missionaries in a time much later than when they heard of the Taoist and Buddhist 
sayings, they did not read and take it as a totally new thing. They already had their 
own interpretation and expectation about the end time and about deliverance. The 
Christian message was just a different way to tell the famous ancient tale of the 
6 Li Feng-mou , "Jiu jie yu du jie: dao jiao yu ming mo min jian zong jiao di mo shi xing ge" :j&t;;l] 
W 11!t tW : it[ ¥J.. W BJJ *~Fa, 7F ~ !¥] * t!t 'f:i f~ [Rescue and deliverance from calamity : the 
eschatological characters of Late Ming Taoism] , Daojiao yu minjian zongjiao yan jiu lun ji JB1:k 
.f!il.ff3f!.lJ3F1:k5ff!fEg!f/j~ [Research collection of Taoism and Folk Religions] (Hong Kong: Xue feng 
wen hua shi ye gong si , 1999) , 49 
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heavenly kingdom and eternal life. The eschatological concept in traditional Chinese 
religion tradition can be summarized in a few features. 
(1) A worldview of recurring goodness and wickedness. The historical trajectory is 
perceived as a circle instead of a singular point of beginning to an end. From their 
observation of the principles of the universe, Chinese philosophers and religious 
practitioners grasped the truth that every new life will eventually end up with its own 
death while every death is going to breed another new life. Similarly, any good time 
wi 11 eventually come to an end when its goodness is consumed. But the hope that evil 
will be conquered by the righteous force should never perish. Although the flavor of 
an ultimate victory of righteousness over evil is seemingly thin in Chinese religious 
comprehension, an eschatological hope of final deliverance is quite prominent in 
Mahayana Buddhism, with the final reincarnation of the Maitreya Buddha, which to 
some degree has made Buddhism a stronger faith-base than Taoism within the 
general Chinese religious context. 
(2) The event of salvation is more important than the savior. The event of rescue 
plays a more important role in the salvific expectation for the Chinese people than 
the personality of the savior who comes to rescue. The value and significance of the 
savior does not lie in the person himself but in the holy mission of saving all living 
creatures. Unlike the perception of the messiah in Judaism and Christianity, the 
savior in Chinese religious understanding is not a person with particulars. According 
to the belief in Chinese religions, every age of crisis is assigned with its own savior. 
The power and influence of one particular savior could not go beyond his or her own 
time. It actually undermines the supremacy and oneness of the savior. That person 
himself or herself would usually be deified and worshipped in folk religious practices 
but none of them would be regarded as the only God worthy of worship, confirming 
the polytheistic character in Chinese religious concept. 
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(3) Lack of a critical view on the authoritarian nature of organization. The salvific 
event in Chinese religious understanding is not any empty promise of spiritual 
advancement or ideological profession but is almost equivalent to bringing back 
stability and prosperity. Stability and prosperity represent the perfect livelihood that 
people all the time are looking for. In the popular Chinese mind, religious hope has 
less to do with faith than with bread and butter. We may therefore think that the hope 
for a better life in the Chinese context should be turned into a social religious 
movement. However, the same practicality in viewing the applicability and 
usefulness of religion in the Chinese culture has also pointed us to an crucial factor in 
Chinese popular religious movements that we could not afford to miss: it is not the 
authoritarian nature of a monarchy that was rejected as evil, but the wickedness and 
mercilessness of the emperor which was condemned. A declining monarchy must be 
overthrown not because all the authoritarian components behind the political system 
were seen as problematic, but rather the person who sat on the very same 
authoritarian throne should be replaced. As a result, instead of helping the Chinese 
people out of the highly authoritarian and autocratic political organization with its 
revolutionary and dynamic force , the millennial eschatology rather reinforced 
obedience and surrendered to certain charismatic leader. This, eventually, turned the 
pursuit of the millennium into the direction of totalitarianism. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
Chinese Religious Movements - nature and eschatology 
In this chapter three popular Chinese religious movements will be examined, 
each coming from the traditions of Taoism, Buddhism and Christianity respectively. 
Focus will be put on the historical and ideological background of their formation 
while special attention will be put on the eschatological view of each of these 
religious movements. The previous chapter has tried to demonstrate the philosophy 
of Chinese tradition about the existence of the world in particular of human beings, 
and the meaning of it. We have also looked at how the Chinese philosophy has 
affected the formation of its religious thoughts. Moving on to the following 
discussion, teachings, practice and works of a few Chinese popular religious 
movements will be layout to reveal some common themes and concerns behind these 
seemingly diversified Chinese religions. 
Part I- Movement of the Celestial Master Sect (Tianshi Dao) 
I. Introduction 
The mother of Zhang Ling (!*~£, or !*ill~£), the first celestial master, had 
dreamt about being given some heavenly herbs by a deity descending from heaven. 
And then her boy was conceived. At the age of seven, Zhang Ling was already able 
to read and comprehend the Dao-de jing (ill1!ff~), the Book of Virtues. Years later 
Zhang received a revelation from a deity which had given him a power to heal people 
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of their sickness. In his sixties Zhang still looked as young as a teenager. By then 
when he was touring around a mountain, a man in glittering clothes revealed himself 
to Zhang and his companion and told them to look for some sacred scrolls in a 
mountain cave. Upon learning and drilling on those teachings Zhang had acquired 
the power to overcome evils and demons as well. His authority as the first and 
foremost celestial master is confirmed by his encounter and anointment by the Most 
Exalted Lord Lao, tai shang lao jun (::;t_t~~, who is referred to as Lao-tzu in both 
classical and folk Taoism). The Lord Lao passed on more sacred scrolls, sword, zeal 
and garment to the Celestial Master Zhang. Zhang lived until hundred and twenty 
three years old and then he passed on his sacred instruments to his disciple, who is 
actually his eldest son. After that he ascended to the sky on a white cloud with two of 
his immediate attendants and his wife. 1 
This is how the founder of the Celestial Master Sect or Tianshi Dao (~§ffiili) is 
depicted in Chinese folk legend. There are many other legends of similar kind about 
the Celestial Master Zhang ( * ~ §ffi ), particularly about his special abilities to 
conquer demons and save people from sickness and misfortune due to demonic 
possession. If the above story has mythologized the founder of the religious sect a 
little too much, at least it tells us of a few crucial elements in the authentication of a 
religion in the Chinese culture. For the purpose of worship, a master figure must be 
there to serve as deity. The deity would usually be a historic figure whose birth is 
connected with magical power from above. This person would then have miraculous 
encounters with senior deities to reveal his or her true identity as someone more than 
any normal person but possessing special power in healing and exorcism. 
1 Wang Zhaoxiang, Zhong guo shen xian zhuan rpfi[f/E/Jfil!f$ [Legends of Chinese deities} (Taiyuan: 
Shanxi ren min chu ban she, 1992), 163-164 
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Henceforth, following the master(s) would promise good luck, health, and long life. 
In this mythical story of Zhang Ling, he is said to have escaped from illnesses and 
even physical death. As a matter of fact, an eternal physical life without aging has 
always been the major pursuit of Chinese religious devotees. 
It is the movement of the Celestial Master Sect in of the period of the Six 
Dynasties (220-598)2 that we are going to look at in this study. It is a time when the 
Celestial Master Sect had developed quite vividly. From many of its teachings 
formulated during this period we can learn about a more well-versed eschatology it 
embraces as a popular religion. In fact, the eschatological views in the Celestial 
Master Sect teachings did not emerge to quench its philosophical thirst but instead to 
fulfill the spiritual needs of its followers. 
11. The founding of Celestial Master Sect 
The Celestial Master Sect first emerged in the latter Han C* ¥~, 25-220CE) 
period when the founder and the first celestial master Zhang Ling, back then a 
hardworking Confucian scholar, decided to put aside the hope of climbing up the 
social ladder by joining the bureaucracy, but instead turning to the pursuit of 
religious enlightenment. It is likely an exaggeration to say that Zhang was able to 
comprehend the masterpiece of Lao-tzu at the age of seven, but with no doubt he was 
an educated man. Upon his conversion to the dao, Zhang had begun the Five-Peck-
Rice Sect (li4*m) providing magical healing to people in return of five pecks of 
2 The Six Dynasties is a period in Chinese history that the empire was divided and ruled by a few 
short lived imperial houses. A Japanese sinologist, Masayoshi Kobayashi has identified two major 
time periods with the Six Dynasties for important development of Celestial Master Sect, the latter 
Jin period ( * ~ , 318-420) and the Liu Song period ( ~U * , 420-589) respectively. See 
Masayoshi Kobayashi, Liu chao dao jiao shi yanjiu ;;\$)ji1JfX.5f:.fjffgj; (cp)[A study on the history 
ofthe Taoist religion during the Six Dynasties} (Chengdu: Sichuan ren min chu ban she, 2001) 
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rice as a payment for his healing service. The services provided by Zhang and his 
disciples extended from giving out charms for healing sickness to exorcizing 
demons. Zhang has become the forefather of the entire family of celestial masters. 
And the figurehead of the sect is also later commonly addressed as celestial master 
Zhang.3 
Ill. Content of Celestial Master Sect 
1. Healing 
Until the Six Dynasties, spreading and expansion of the Celestial Master Sect 
was basically built on providing healing to people. They would do it in a way that the 
sick person was brought into an empty room for meditation. After enough meditation 
on his or her own sinfulness the person would be offered water with the ashes of 
burned charm to drink. Another way of doing it was to write down the name of the 
sick person, on each of three pieces of paper as a means to confess his or her 
sinfulness. One paper would be taken to an altar on the mountain, another one buried 
in the ground and the last piece sunk into the sea. This was done as a prayer ritual to 
the gods guarding the heaven, the earth and the sea. Healing is the centre of the 
Celestial Master Sect because sickness is seen as a consequence of demonic 
possession. It explains that a sick person necessarily had to confess his or her sin for 
the actual curing process, with drinking of magical water or offering of papers to the 
gods with the person's name written on it, to be effective. Since sickness and 
misfortune were so closely interrelated with demonic possession according to the 
3 In many Chinese folk stories the name celestial master Zhang does not necessarily refer to Zhang 
Ling but can be any of the celestial master because only the heir of Zhang is eligible for the title 
and position. Until today, there is still a celestial master Zhang who resides in Taiwan claims to 
have inherited the sword, the zeal and the garment from his ancestor, the celestial master. See Guo 
Shusen, Tian shi dao 3Cf1ifijff [Celestial Master Sect} (Shanghai: Shanghai she hui ke xue yuan 
chu ban she : Xin hua shu dian Shanghai fa xing suo fa xing, 1990), 183-204 
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teachings of the Celestial Master Sect, its power of attracting followers relied mainly 
on the cure of sickness and removal of misfortune. 
u. Production of sacred text 
As the sect was growing in numbers and getting more popular, it is inevitable 
for an organized sect to write up and compile its teachings into sacred texts for the 
purpose of systemization. In fact, one of the major contributions made by the 
Celestial Master Sect to popular Taoism is their works on editing, commenting and 
writing up of Taoist scriptures, Dao Zhuang ( ~ ~ ). But we also do not need to 
fantasize too much on the production of Taoist scriptures because we can believe that 
there are a few very practical reasons behind the conduction of such literary work. 
One of the possible reasons is that as the sect is getting big and likely to draw 
attention from the ruling class, it needed to declare itself no threat to the governance 
of the dynastic rule. As a matter of fact, the Celestial Master Sect had been skillful in 
contact with political leaders for survival. One of the best ways to present a religion 
to the ruler would be through the offering of sacred literature because literacy is seen 
as privileged and respectful in Chinese culture. It could ease the hostility and 
suspicion of the ruling class over a religious movement that was particularly popular 
among the ordinary people. Another very possible and plausible reason is that the 
abundance of sacred texts had been an advantage to Buddhism being so well received 
by the Chinese rulers. The literary value in the scrolls had found favor from its 
Chinese recipients. In order to put itself to a status parallel to Buddhism, Taoism and 
the Taoist sects saw no better way than investing in the writing and compilation of 
their teachings in literature. 
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In fact, the literature on popular Taoism has become so abundant that it exerts 
great influence over popular recreation for the Chinese people. Numerous plays, folk 
opera, songs and tales are created on the sayings and adventures of the celestial 
masters and the people around them. 
IV. Organization 
Apart from the hereditary line of the celestial masters, the Celestial Master 
Sect had also an organizational structure with a priestly system and a code of conduct 
for its followers. During some interim period of interchanging of imperial powers 
starting from the three-kingdom era, the organization of the Celestial Master Sect 
once fell apart and many of its Taoist priests failed their duties. As a result, reforms 
were introduced and we know from records that a number of issues were dealt with 
within the sect, including the appointment of priests and defining of the priestly 
duties, setting out religious practice especially for healing, hospitalization and 
funeral , as well as teaching and nurturing of morality among the sect members. 
V. Eschatological view 
A more consolidated view about the end time, or moshi (*tit) within the 
Celestial Master Sect came into being only in the time of the latter Jin period C* 
~, 376-420). Before we go into the specific eschatological view of the Celestial 
Master Sect, it will be helpful to begin with a more general Taoist viewpoint on the 
matter of the end time, which is based on the principle that the cosmic mandate is an 
objective and natural operative system. It meant that the way which the universe 
operates falls within certain kind of formula that is predictable. The implication of a 
viewpoint based on such a principle is that the end time could be foretold with 
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certain signs signifying the approaching of it. Mostly this certain signs are flood, 
drought, famine, earthquake and warfare. 
A mentioning of the Taoist eschatological idea appears in The Blue Woman's 
Penal Code for Demons, nuqing guilu (tz:W Y!lff). It is prophesied that for the end 
time, there would be natural calamities and wandering demons all around. Also 
prophesied is a time of great peace following the doom. When the doom comes no 
one person can escape from facing it. During the doom everyone who failed 
goodness and morality would be eliminated together with the demons. This ultimate 
elimination means that any chance of survival and rebirth is impossible. 4 In fact, 
many of the traditional rituals practice in Chinese funeral services are not merely 
cultural but indeed heavily religious, for the purpose of keeping the ghost, or the 
spirit of the dead person so that this person would still be kept alive in some ways. 
And then in some unknown day the dead people whose ghosts were still there, would 
be restored to life. Therefore the cruelest fate for a person would be a curse on 
smashing him or her into ashes and that this very last breath of life being blown away 
and be not possible to be gathered up again. In order to combat this ill fate, the 
Celestial Master Sect promised a chance for people who are willing to trade for a 
rescue with their virtues and religious devotion. The fear toward the life threatening 
situation in reality and the anxiety about further suffering in eternity harvested this 
concept of the coming of the end time. 
We have good reason to think that such an eschatological view has very much 
to do with the reality of the time when the Taoist eschatology and its Celestial Master 
4 Masayoshi Kobayashi, Liu chao dao jiao shi yanjiu 7\IJJilil:t.!RJjffJe (rp) [A study on the history 
of the Taoist religion during the Six Dynasties] , 441 
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version came in shape. That is a situation which was full of bureaucratic corruption, 
taxation, power struggles within the ruling class, and so forth. Making things worse 
was the arrival of natural disasters. Sadly, fear and anxiety generated from hardship 
in this life, happened to the Chinese people all the time. However, the Taoist priests 
or masters had not in their mind the sheer idea of changing or transforming the world 
and its situation, because they believed that this mandate is independent from any 
human effort and is in itself necessary. The doom of this world must come at the end. 
As a result, they could only advocate for a mere escape from the doom and a hope of 
survival through the darkness until the dawn would come to commence the time of 
great peace. In another word, human effort could only help one to survive through 
the dooming end. It would have no effect on preventing the arrival of it and the 
calamities accompanying its arrival. 
While humans could do nothing to transform the world we are residing in, in 
accordance with the teaching of the Celestial Master Sect, what humans could do is 
to live as good and moral people in order to become the elect, zhongmin (f.i~). The 
zhongmin were those who could survive through the end to enter the time of great 
peace. In order to be included in this group of elect, people must do good deeds and 
be moral during their lifetime before the doom comes. Then they would be able to 
pass through death because they would survive the final doom during the end time. 
On the contrary, people who failed goodness and morality would be denied ex istence 
altogether with the demons and the evil spirits. Therefore in the Taoist belief, the 
final doom is not something entirely negative but in fact it serves as a means to 
eliminate all evil and dirtiness. The doom in itself has the function to cleanse and 
purify and to cast out everything dirty and lustful. It also explains why it requires 
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virtue and morality to enter the time of the great peace. At the same time, it is also 
mentioned in the Celestial Master teachings that those already dead could also be 
coming back to life to enter the time of great peace. People who remained good and 
moral while alive who received a special charm during the time of death could come 
to life again when the end time comes. 5 This part about the dead coming back to life 
reflects exactly the hope and desire of the ordinary Chinese people that they wanted 
from a popular religion. As a matter of fact, most of the Celestial Master followers 
might not be able to comprehend much of the ideas coming out from the sacred 
scroll, but to do good, be moral and to ask for a special charm at the time of bodily 
death are all possible for them to follow. And it promised them a rescue from the 
curse of eternal elimination. While most of the Celestial Master followers were 
ordinary people coming from the general mass, the pursuit of becoming the elect is 
just the most appealing to them. 
VI. Concluding remarks 
The Celestial Master Sect embraces a view that the cosmic mandate is 
independent, objective, natural and necessary in nature. It means that the cosmic 
mandate could not be changed but strictly follow its designated track (and I will 
describe it as a mechanical manner) once it kicked off. It brings about a few 
implications about the perception of the end time and the life at present. First of all, 
since the cosmic mandate is something designated and would allow no change at all, 
a rather pessimistic attitude is employed among the people who do not even have the 
chance to say no to their birth. People could see only helplessness about the 
operation of the cosmic mandate. In every individual life they could see only 
5 Masayoshi Kobayashi, Liuchao Daojiaoshi Yanjiu 7\Jf}jjJj~ff:fiffJ'{; (tp) [A study on the history 
of the Taoist religion during the Six Dynasties} , 444-450 
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sickness, aging and eventually death following every birth. It makes Chinese people 
easy to yield to their own fate but not to look for a change. In the macrocosm they 
see the path only heading to a final doom. 
Second to pessimism is the abandonment of any hope and desire to change 
the failing reality. Since people could do nothing to change the ill fate of the world 
and that of their own, there was a lack of a power to transform the sorrowful situation 
for individuals as well as the society in Chinese religions. A sense of helplessness 
had turned to a prevailing mood of submissiveness. The people became submissive 
to the mandate and no longer willing to make change. 
Feeling so reluctant in bringing changes to society, the Chinese people 
restricted their concern to save themselves from the ultimate elimination. The desire 
to pass through death and to remain alive at the end is so strong that it makes the 
present somehow endurable. Compared to the ultimate migration to the time of great 
peace, reforming the society and protesting again suppressive measures seems much 
less important. In order to secure a place in the time of the great peace people 
concentrate on purifying themselves in behavior and pursuing of virtue. After all, 
individual betterment overrides societal improvement. 
Part II - Movement of the White Lotus Sect (Bailian Jiao) 
I. Introduction 
H Master Tzu-yuan, ... his mother once dreamed that a Buddha image 
entered the door, and on the next day she gave birth, so she called him 
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'the Buddha has come'. His father and mother died early, so he entered 
the Yen-hsiang monastery, his will set on becoming a monk. He regularly 
chanted the Lotus Sutra, ... He later wrote verses which said "For more 
than twenty years I sought [enlightenment} on paper [by reading books], 
but though I looked everywhere I simply became more lost and confused. 
Then, suddenly I heard the call of a compassionate crow, and realized for 
the first time that I had been using my mind in a wrong way. Then to 
benefit the minds of others, I vowed to work for the salvation of all. "6 
The above is curriculum vitae of the founder of the White Lotus Sect by an 
important White Lotus monk of the Yuan Dynasty who had later built up the 
orthodox of the religious sect. The author (of the original text) hinted to us that the 
birth of the White Lotus founder is very special in relation to the coming of the 
Buddha. And the religious enlighten1nent he had experienced was so miraculous that 
he finally received his call for the salvation of humanity. It is an extract taken out 
from a text that if of great value for learning about the White Lotus. It is a piece that 
needs to be read, studied and explained seriously by people who research on the 
White Lotus. However, I just wonder how people who have read the above would 
react to it. Will they think that this is simply a mythological way that ancient people 
usually adopted when writing about someone important? Or the religious experience 
especially that of the enlightenment, the reason for the popularity of the White 
Lotus? 
This study does not attempt to argue for the many mythologies of the White 
6 Daniel L. Overmyer, Folk Buddhist Religion (Cambridge, Mass. : Harvard University Press, 1976), 
91-92 
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Lotus but aims at looking into the religious concept and the related religious 
promises to people who follow their teachings. We will concentrate on the White 
Lotus and its pillar teachings during of the Yuan dynasty advocated by Pu-du, the 
White Lotus monk of that time, who had spent great effort in doing important works 
on studying and explaining of scriptures, reforming and consolidating the 
organization and reassuring the emperors of the positive and stabilizing effects the 
White Lotus could have for the empire. In fact I think it is reasonable to say that Pu-
du's interpretation on the White Lotus and his teachings represent the most genuine 
of the White Lotus belief. In addition, we can have a more balanced picture of the 
White Lotus of the Yuan dynasty compared to later times in Chinese history. Due to 
the frequent connection between the name White Lotus and popular uprisings since 
approaching the end of the Yuan dynasty, the White Lotus earned itself bad names 
and is in many historical records we can now trace mentioned as heterodoxy. Last but 
not least, the White Lotus has actually only come to full flower during the Yuan 
period. 
II. The history of White Lotus Sect 
i. Hui-yuan 
The history of the White Lotus Sect should begin with a Buddhist monk 
named Hui-yuan (~~' 334-416) of the latter Jin Dynasty, who actually practiced a 
tradition which later on became known as the Pure Land in Buddhism. Two 
important ideas which Hui-yuan embraced influenced the founding of the Pure Land 
tradition, as well as the White Lotus Sect. One of them is "eternity of the shen (t$)", 
which says that the ghost, or the spirit of a person remains alive even though the 
corpse eroded. The other is the concept of "baoying (¥~H!) in three lives". Baoying is 
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idea that one has to suffer from the evil which he or she has planted. And baoying in 
three lives refer to the suffering during this life, the suffering of the next life and the 
suffering of the time after many lives (of the person) have passed. These two ideas of 
Hui-yuan have laid down the theological fundamentals of the Pure Land tradition. 
Meanwhile, in face of such tragic fate of humanity, Hui-yuan made a public vow for 
the pursuit of the Western Paradise. This has also made the pursuit of the Western 
Paradise the ultimate goal of the Pure Land tradition. 7 
u. Mao Tzu-yuan 
The name White Lotus Sect was brought up by Mao Tzu-yuan (~-T7C , circa 
1 086-1166). Mao was originally a Buddhist monk of the Tian-tai ( 7( i]) tradition 
since very young when both of his parents died. I think that to say that Mao attained 
enlightenment all by a sudden, one day, by hearing the call of a crow and thus 
realizing his wrong doing in spiritual pursuit is absurd. Nevertheless, it is a fact that, 
after spending twenty something years in a Buddhist monastery, he started a new 
sect. Mao established a Lotus School Penance Hall near a place named Lake Dishan 
(1& 0-1) and he called himself the White Lotus mentor (bailian daoshi f3ji~gnJ) , and 
the name White Lotus was ever since used for this religious sect. 
Inspired by Hui-yuan's religious ideal, Mao declared that the attainment of 
rebirth in the Pure Land was also the religious pursuit of the White Lotus Sect. He 
laid down the ways for achieving such a rebirth including a major practice of reciting 
the Amitabha Buddha's ( [r6J ~ ~B f~) name. He also produced a ritual of Buddha 
worship and penance within which he had edited many difficult Buddhist chants into 
7 Ma Xiasha, Ran Bingfang, Zhong guo min jian zongj iao shi cp!ff!!JefllJJiflf5!. [History of Chinese 
Folk Religions} (Beijing: Zhongguo she hui ke xue chu ban she, 2004), 93 
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simple poetic lines for recitation. His White Lotus Penance Hall had gradually 
become more than a place for members to gather but the centre of an organization of 
the White Lotus Sect. 
iii . Pu-du 
A place of honor must be given to Pu-du (~~, 1255-1330), who is a White 
Lotus monk8 during the Yuan dynasty. He had produced a lot of written work for the 
White Lotus and among them probably the most important went to his effort in 
obtaining of the removal of prohibition edict issued by the Yuan imperial court over 
the White Lotus. Pu-du came from a family who had founded a White Lotus cloister.9 
He studied the writings of both Hui-yuan and Mao Tzu-yuan with great interest and 
eventually turned into an apologist of the White Lotus. In 1308 the White Lotus 
movement was forbidden by the Yuan emperor. The sect was accused of having "men 
and women gathering at night and dispersing in dawn", and "the monks fail their 
holy duty by polluting themselves with marriage". Pu-du went to the capital Dadu 
(present day Beij in g) to appeal to the throne and to present his writing. Later on, in 
1310, he presented a letter to the throne, once again to demonstrate the orthodoxy of 
the White Lotus. Until 1311 when the emperor who issued the sanction left the 
throne to his successor the prohibition was rescinded. 
8 In the Chinese language the White Lotus priest ( 8 ~:i][A) is in fact not called monk ( {j ) because 
they practiced a very different life from the Buddhist monk, for example on the matter of celibacy. 
They are also not called Taoist priest (:i][±) because the White Lotus is a Buddhist sect rather than 
a Taoist one. B.J. Ter Haar translated the name "Man of the Way" which provides explanation to 
the original Chinese words. However, for the sake of making the term simple for communication I 
will just call them White Lotus monk in this study. 
9 However whether this institution is exactly a cloister or else is not clear. See B.J. Ter Haar, The 
White Lotus Teachings in Chinese Religious History (Leiden: E.J. Brill , 1992), 72 
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Ill. Content of the White Lotus 
1. Organization 
Until the Yuan period, there were quite a number of White Lotus halls or 
cloisters, institutions which generated from the White Lotus Penance Hall of Mao 
Tsu-yuan, over many places in the Chinese empire. Apart from holding religious 
gatherings these halls and cloisters also accommodated the White Lotus monks and 
their families. Although being a Buddhist sect, the White Lotus abandoned celibacy 
for its monks. These groups of religious people, who occupied different halls and 
cloisters, were unlike the Buddhist monks not consecrated to the religious services. 
Instead, they married and raised families like common people. But unlike common 
people they did not have a secular profession but lived by doing religious services. 
Therefore they were specifically called the White Lotus monks ( bailien daoren 8 jl 
~A). We can also tell from the 1308 prohibition edict and the eventually letter of 
appeal by Pu-du that these monks, their families and followers indeed held 
gatherings at the White Lotus halls and cloisters at night, believably at the time when 
daily labor was finished. Meanwhile, these White Lotus institutions enjoyed 
exemption from tax and state duties such as military service. As a result, it attracted 
an increasing number of inhabitants in these halls and cloisters to live as White Lotus 
monks. 
11. Teaching of the White Lotus 
The most basic White Lotus belief is the same as the Pure Land Buddhism. It 
tells of a human world full of pain and sins that stands in contrast to a western 
paradise of peace and beauty. In the sacred texts of the Pure Land these images and 
the descriptions of these contrasting worlds are so real that it agitated people to 
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dream of and thirst for the western paradise, the kingdom of Buddha, and to deny the 
present world. Meanwhile, the western paradise is described as beyond "normal 
human eyes to see" but humans could only attain a reach of it by help of the Buddha. 
The compassionate Buddha taught people the way to reach the western paradise by a 
contemplative practice calls guan ( iJl ). It is a kind of religious practice which 
requests the practitioners to get away from the real world in their mind and to dive 
into a state of meditation and contemplation for the attainment of a special religious 
expenence. 
Mao Tzu-yuan had made a major introduction to the religious practice of the 
White Lotus by adding to it the reciting of the name of Amitabha. Such a pure and 
simple devotional act of reciting the Buddha's name is important because it points to 
the fundamental of absolute reliance on the saving power of Amitabha. 
Pu-du had further enriched these teachings and formulated them into the 
orthodoxy of the White Lotus tradition. He had to do this because of his apologetic 
duty in having the imperial edict forbidding the White Lotus removed. With the 
thought of making the White Lotus acceptable to the religious and social elites in his 
mind, Pu-du criticized many improper religious and social customs of his time that 
were also happening in many White Lotus groups. He therefore taught of the rightful 
White Lotus teachings in his " list of ten things which cannot be allowed". There 
were quite several rather strict rules Pu-du had put down in order to properly manage 
the religious sect. He disapproved of secret gatherings, reminded the Lotus monks to 
mind what they say, especially things that might cause the sect troubles, and asked 
the White Lotus followers to stay away from the temptation of lust and greed. Pu-
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du's teaching reflected the conservative and accommodative side of Chinese 
Buddhism. He wanted the White Lotus followers to be good citizens and people who 
had high moral standard. He reformed the White Lotus in a way to make it beneficial 
to the society in general so that most people would be comfortable with its existence. 
The list of Pu-du tells us what is meant by orthodox to him. Obviously, his 
purpose was to clean the name for the White Lotus and to declare that those who had 
done the ten things listed above were false believers. He insisted that religious 
practices should not invoke suspicion from the ruling party. They should neither be 
potentially threatening to social stability nor morality. Pu-du had openly attacked 
secret gatherings, promiscuity and fortune telling. In some other writings, Pu-du also 
attacked claims made by people, among them some White Lotus members, on the 
reincarnation of the Maitreya Buddha. He condemned these "false" claims for two 
reasons he provided for argument, firstly, according to the sacred texts about the 
Buddha, the coming of the Maitreya would only be realized some fifty-six billion 
years later. Therefore anyone who claims to be the reincarnated Buddha before these 
fifty-six billion years have passed must be making a false claim. Secondly, because 
various revolts had used the banner of the reincarnated Maitreya since the time of the 
Jin dynasty, 10 it is just natural that Pu-du reacted so strongly to the adoption of the 
Maitreya belief within the White Lotus. 
Let us now turn to some other teachings of Pu-du shown in a few model texts 
written by him which contained the messages he wanted to advocate for the White 
Lotus. One of them written as a simple poem mentioned that when a White Lotus 
10 Yang Na, Yuan dai bai lianjiao yanjiu xftB~/X!iffJP [Study of the White Lotus of Yuan 
Dynasty] (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chu ban she, 2004), 132 
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monk visits another White Lotus monk at the latter's house 11 , what they each need is 
a stick of incense and a cup of tea. They will not discuss any world affair but their 
sound is to praise the White Lotus flower. Another text which was written in a letter 
form talked about marriage. 12 The two persons both belong to the White Lotus are 
getting into a perfect alliance of marriage. Such alliance should create seeds of the 
lotus flower and these good seeds should be sown for achieving perfect wisdom. 
Marriage has a place in these model texts because it is the way to sow the seed of 
perfect wisdom, which is considered to be the first step on the journey to attain 
rebirth in the Western Paradise. A third piece of model text declares an intention to 
build a White Lotus hall. The text also expresses the purpose of attaining rebirth in 
the Western Paradise of Amitabha, by recitation of the Buddha's name and execution 
of certain rituals. One way to express this religious intention is by building a hall 
especially devoted to Amitabha. This helps to explain the extensive scale of White 
Lotus hall and cloister built all over the place. 
IV. Eschatological view of the White Lotus 
As a result, Pu-du's teachings have brought the White Lotus much closer to 
the Amitabha belief while detaching it from the Maitreya one. With his efforts in 
formulating its religious beliefs and practices Pu-du has paved the way for the White 
Lotus to flourish ever since. However, no matter how hard he had tried he could not 
stop the hope and expectation about the Maitreya belief. As a matter of fact, the 
Maitreya belief was continuously attracting people especially during times of social 
unrest and chaos because it talks more explicitly about the intrusion of the 
reincarnated Buddha bringing rescue to the humanity. As we have also discussed in 
11 See B.J. Ter Haar, The White Lotus Teachings in Chinese Religious History, 75 
12 See B.J. Ter Haar, The White Lotus Teachings in Chinese Religious History, 79 
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the previous chapter, it completes the prophecy about the end time with more details. 
The Buddhist worshippers are asked to remember the Buddha in penitence, to 
observe the five commandments of not-do (not to kill, not to involve in sexual 
relation indiscriminately, not to steal, not to speak inappropriately, and not to drink) 
together with some other rules, and wait until the Maitreya Buddha to be born to the 
world to rescue and sail them to the Tushita Heaven (the Maitreya version of the 
Western Paradise). 
Although in the later period of the Yuan dynasty we can see quite a number of 
popular revolts where White Lotus members were involved under the banner of 
Maitreya, we still cannot conclude that the White Lotus was rebellious or 
revolutionary in nature. We can only say that the Maitreya belief, which is one part 
of Pure Land Buddhism and thus influencing the White Lotus Sect although in such a 
different way, is attractive to some ambitious people who wanted to wage war against 
the imperial rule. The involvement of the White Lotus in popular revolts may not be 
able to support the existence of a revolutionary eschatology in it but has instead only 
tells us about the complex nature of the religious tradition. 
The best representation of White Lotus belief is, I believe, still the one of 
Amitabha tradition. However, the Maitreya is easier to draw attention among 
historian and theologians because of the actual events, mostly in form of revolt, that 
were inspired by it. Modern people may find it especially fascinating to discover 
such kind of progressive and revolutionary elements in Chinese religions. However, 
as we can see from the fundamentals of Chinese Buddhism, the general religious 
mood in Chinese culture is rather calm, individual (particularly in the attainment of 
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rebirth in eternal happiness), moralistic and conservative. 
V. Concluding remarks 
The White Lotus Sect had eventually become a vivid and vibrant religious 
group with a well organized structure. All this made it a secular Buddhist sect that 
was especially popular and well received among the common people. Yet, it did not 
call for a reform of the existing social order. Instead, by putting much emphasis on 
the betterment of the inner person, it guided people to surrender to the existing social 
order. 13 
It also relied on a highly hierarchal concept that divided almost everything 
into different strata. 14 The Buddhism theology is in fact pretty hierarchal. In the 
description in Amitayus Dhyana Sutra ( i3l ~ £ 3 *~ ), Buddhist worshippers who 
ascend to the kingdom of Buddha were divided into three categories. In the kingdom, 
those of the upper stratum will see the Buddha. Those of the middle stratum will see 
the image of the Buddha while those of the lower stratum will only dream of the 
Buddha. 15 This is just to demonstrate the hierarchal nature of Buddhism that also 
influenced the White Lotus. 
As a result, I still think that the White Lotus did not intend any revolution or 
transformation of the world where people were residing. It required people to behave 
appropriately because violation of the commandments would hinder their entry to the 
Western Paradise. It further taught people to recite the name of Amitabha, because if 
13 Yang Na, Yuan dai bai lian jiao yan jiu jE {f; B Nlfz lilfg'{; [Study of the White Lotus of Yuan 
Dynasty], 26 
14 Ibid. 
15 lbid, 9 
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they were so helpless to do well, the recitation would invite the help of the Buddha. 
Since the ultimate concern actually does not have much to do with social reality, 
neither the teachings nor the organization of the White Lotus would have had 
revolutionary or transforming impact on society. After all, what the White Lotus had 
promised to its followers was just an imagined world of the shore on the other side. 16 
Part Ill - Movement of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom 
I. Introduction 
" . . . in 183 7 this young man,... had a series of visions, and in those 
visions he embarked on a journey. ... And in this dream, Hong traveled to 
another realm where he met a number of people, including an old man 
with a beard, a young man who called him brother, and an older woman, 
who somehow purified him, washed him clean, and presented him to the 
older man who seemed to have some kind of paternal relationship to him. 
In the dream, also, he was urged by the older man to fight demons. 
In 1830s China, you had a dream and you said, "I had a dream .. . , but I 
do not have the key (to understand what the dream means). " 
This reading of the Bible, ... , gave Hong the key to his dream . .. . , Hong 
understood that the older man in the dream must be God the Father. And 
the person who called him brother must be Jesus. But since the person 
had called him brother and seemed to have special power, and the Bible 
talked about this man, or this God-man, in an extraordinary way, Hong 
16 Yang Na, Yuan dai bai lian jiao yan jiu x ft B ~fX{jffJ'{; [Study of the White Lotus of Yuan 
Dynasty},26 
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therefore must be Jesus' younger brother. "17 
Every details of the above looks either like a typical Chinese folk tale 
portraying a hero becoming a deity, or a story of someone who blasphemes. But it is 
not a story. It is what happened to a young Confucian scholar who failed to pass the 
upper level of the imperial examination system in China in the nineteenth century. 
This young man was Hong Xiu-quan ( ftt *if:, 1814-1864 ). His visions might not 
have made him a deity, but no doubt triggered his marvelous journey to the building 
of the Taping Heavenly Kingdom. 
II. The founding of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom 
1. Hong Xiu-quan received visions and converted to Christianity 
Hong fell critically ill after he failed another attempt of the imperial 
examination in 183 7, probably due to a nervous breakdown resulting from the 
humiliation and disappointment of his failure again. Hong came from a traditional 
Chinese extended family in a village in the Guangdong province. As the most 
intelligent young man in the village, Hong's education was supported by the labor of 
his elder brothers and surrounded with a high hope of his family and neighbors. This 
particular background of Hong, which shows strong Confucian tradition, eventually 
led this unsatisfied young man to the rejection of the feudalistic Chinese customs. 
Hong later became a Christian convert was leading in destroying statues of gods in 
village temples, renouncing the Confucian teachings to call it misleading, 18 and 
calling for a society of righteousness and equality under the sovereignty of the 
17 Jonathan D. Spence, The Taping Vision of a Christian China 1836-1864 (Texas, Baylor Univers ity, 
1996), 8-9 
18 In his later embellishment of his religious experience, Hong mentioned that he saw Confucius 
questioned by God for having misled people with his teachings . Confucius was thus given a 
beating for punishment. See Franz Michael, "The Taiping Rebellion. History and Documents " 
(Seattle: University ofWashington Press, 1966), 28 . 
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Christian God. However, if we look deeper into the essence of Hong's thoughts and 
the ideology of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom, we could find strong elements of 
Confucianism and Chinese feudalism underneath. 
It was not until 1843 when Hong failed in his last attempt of the imperial 
examination, that a Christian tract that he had a few years earlier received from a 
Chinese Christian convert, Liang Faat in Guangzhou, captured his attention. The 
tract was written in Chinese and its title was "Good Words to Admonish the Age" 
( fJJ t!! R q ). The tract contained biblical passages as well as some Christian 
confessional statements. After careful reading of its extraordinary content, Hong was 
not only convinced that he had to accept the religion willingly, but he believed that it 
explained his revelatory dream a few years ago. His illness that had embarrassed and 
confused him so long suddenly became meaningful. Hong believed that he was 
chosen by God to fulfill the special mission to defeat evil (especially pointing to the 
Qing monarch in Hong's understanding) and to bring forth the kingdom of God on 
earth. Immediately after he accepted the Christian doctrines Hong and his cousin 
baptized each other according to the manner taught in Liang Faat's tract. Then Hong 
began to write poems about God and various Christian teachings such as atonement, 
heaven and hell, repentance, etc. He also began to preach these ideas to his clans, 
friends and villagers. 
u. Establishment of the Society of the Worshippers of God 
A religious organization called the Society of the Worshippers of God (bai 
shang di hui, ff J: W Wr) was established by Hong and a few of his converts. The 
religious organization could be described with following characteristics. First of all, 
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like traditional Chinese secret societies its members were held together by a bond of 
loyalty to the society and to one another in order to defend themselves against 
outsiders. The spirit of brotherhood of Chinese secret societies found a connection 
with a similar bonding spirit in the Christian community. In accepting a new 
religious faith that very different from any of the traditional Chinese ones, the 
members of the Society of the Worshippers of God, were further bound to one 
another. This new faith and this kind of enclosed community paved the ground for 
the formation of the Taiping army and the establishment of its eventual regime. 
Second, genuine religious feeling, the faith in a personal God, and the 
reliance upon his guidance for one's salvation and also in life matters of economic, 
social and political affairs led to a totalitarian character of the religious organization. 
Religious teachings were used to encourage allegiance to religious leaders, who were 
also political leaders among the group members without giving these power and 
authority divine sanction. In fact, we can say that the absolute authority of God as the 
only and highest God was assumed by the leaders, who from time to time claim to be 
speaking for God. 
Third, its political element also nurtured a militant character of the religious 
organization. It was very political that conversions were not of individuals but 
usually of the whole family, clan, or even the occupational groups. For instance, 
quite a number of the Society's leaders and members were charcoal burners and 
miners. Local congregations were also local military units in order to defend 
themselves against the ambitions of other local groups. This was in fact the situation 
of local villages in nineteenth century China, local inhabitants had to group 
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themselves up for the sake of security and economic interest. This same pattern of 
local organization appeared also in the Society of the Worshippers of God. 
Ill. Installation and content of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom 
The Society of the Worshippers of God as a religious movement gradually 
turned into a political quest. But different from any of the other rebellions against 
imperial rule that happened before, the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom took their 
religious base seriously. The Ten Commandments were the ideological basis of the 
Taiping movement. The very first few commandments about the worship of the one 
true God were used to validate overthrowing of the Qing imperial rule. The Manchu 
were taken as the demons by Hong who believed in his holy duty to eliminate 
demons. The latter few commandments about conducts of the believers were adopted 
into the daily life of the Taiping kingdom. Murder, theft and adultery were punished 
by death. Literal interpretation of the Ten Commandments by Hong and strict 
implementation of them played a crucial role in melting the Taiping members 
together in an armed force. 
1. Organization and social order 
It was not just the imperial government but also the social order and the 
gentry system that were built up on the Confucian value that the Taiping movement 
wanted to pull down. Hong who used to be an unsuccessful Confucian scholar and 
was then inspired by the message of a foreign religion, had obviously every reason to 
lose faith in the traditional Confucian ideal. Nevertheless, while there were many 
practices within the Taiping that were different from that of traditional Chinese 
Confucianism, we still see Confucian characteristics at the core of the new ideal. 
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All aspects of life of the followers were under the control of the leaders. By 
putting its members under military discipline, the members became completely 
subject to their leaders. Military order also meant that the followers were subjected to 
the control of their leaders in all matters of food, clothes, daily necessities, as well as 
military equipment. In the Taiping organization, the private life of the members was 
also subject to the regulation by separating men and women even when married. The 
leaders and a team of officials exercised their power under a hierarchal system in 
various roles of military commanders, administrators and also religious leaders. Men 
and women alike were divided into small units comprising a few people in each. 
Obedience to the leaders was enforced with a mixture of religious persuasion 
and terror of punishment. Taiping members were taught to direct their lives 
according to the will of God, while the divine will was interpreted and conveyed by 
the leaders. Hong Xiu-quan was given a special role as chosen leader and messenger 
of God. As only member of the divine household on earth, he availed of power 
without sanction. Yang Xiu-qing, another important leader of the Taiping movement, 
by claiming to be seized by the Holy Ghost and speaking with the voice of God, 
climbed the power ladder step by step to unlimited authority and power, a career that 
finally led to his assassination. The fear of such an authority and the cruel 
punishment of any violation of order meant that leaders and officials tried to 
maintain absolute control of the organization. 
The Taiping attacked the existing social order of the time targeting especially 
the gentry system, 19 however, while in nineteenth century China the majority of the 
population were peasants, they did not set their goal on the freedom of land 
19 Franz Michael, The Taiping Rebellion. History and Documents, 7 
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ownership for the peasants or on their enjoyment of the agricultural product of their 
hard labor. Instead, under the Taiping land law, the farmland turned into the property 
of the Heavenly King and the harvest went to the state treasury. Worse still, the 
laborers were assessed by their productivity and accordingly put into different levels 
in the hierarchy. In this way, the Taiping social order still left the peasants who made 
up the vast majority of the population hopeless in having free use of their lands and 
the fruits of their labors. The Taiping movement was, as it turned out, not concerned 
about the interest of the social groups or people's sufferings due to the decline of a 
government. 
11. Religious practices 
Religious practices were an important part of the Taiping organization. Even 
in its declining years the Heavenly Kingdom did not abandoned the practices or their 
devotion nor those practices that had been indispensable ever since the days of the 
Society of the Worshippers of God. To name a few,20 there were corporate worship on 
daily basis composed of chanting of hymns, doxologies and sermons. Attendance 
was compulsory and the army and officials would be given beating as a punishment 
for not attending the worships. Sabbath was also strictly observed. Sabbath worship 
consisted of prayer, singing and preaching. Singing praises, listening to sermons and 
offering sacrifices were also part of the daily life of the Taiping organization. Prayers 
were taken seriously as well. Children were taught to kneel down to recite a prayer 
similar to the Lord's Prayer. The Taiping also instructed their soldiers to kneel down 
to pray to the Lord and ask for protection and victory before going into the battles. It 
was done out of a trust in the miraculous power of the deity and also an urge of going 
20 Thomas H. Reilly, The Taiping Heavenly Kingdom. Rebellion and the Blasphemy of Empire 
(Seattle : University ofWashington Press, 2004), 126-127 
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to a holy quest. 
IV. Eschatological view of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom 
Left with the Christian apocalyptical texts, but without guidance about how to 
read and interpret them, Hong Xiu-quan came up with a millennia! idea of his own. 
He incorporated his religious experience from his special dream into his reading of 
the Book of Revelation. Hong's concept of the millennial kingdom was present and 
terrestrial. He understood the lines in the Lord's Prayer that say "thy kingdom come, 
thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven"21 literally to mean that a kingdom of 
heaven was going to be realized right there. Hong therefore waited no longer but 
went ahead with the establishment of the Heavenly Capital and openly declared a 
sovereign state standing against the Qing imperial government. 
Although the concept of a heavenly kingdom, as presented by Hong and the 
Taiping, was in many ways new to China, its apocalyptic view of history was 
actually not new, but had been present in Chinese traditions as the classical idea of 
cosmic mandate. It is the classical idea of a moral heavenly ruler ruling over humans 
and the history. It is also the idea that the ruler was enthroned with the approval of 
Heaven. If the ruler proved to be morally not suitable, Heaven would replace him 
with a new and more suitable person. Interestingly, while Hong Xiu-quan was so 
eager to undermine the Confucian value, the Taiping millennialism tapped into the 
Confucius idea of heavenly mandate. 
The kingdom of God had to be realized on earth through a great battle led by 
a divine chosen king. In a secular Chinese mind, this messianic figure would mean a 
21 Thomas H. Reilly, The Taiping Heavenly Kingdom. Rebellion and the Blasphemy of Empire, Ill 
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great man who was chosen in accordance with the cosmic mandate. While the 
Christian text pointed to the man Jesus who is also God, and the only son of the 
Father God, Hong himself saw at times Jesus as the messiah, at other times himself 
in that same role. 22 Due to the lack of tutoring and instruction, the Taiping must have 
understood the Christian messages in their own terms and on the background of their 
own political ideas. The same happened to their eschatological interpretation. The 
eschatological promise and mission they had found in the limited Christian resources 
available to them became the core motivation of the Taiping movement. Although the 
first and foremost in Chinese history of a religious movement clothed in Christian 
outlook, the Taiping remained largely a political quest of a replacement of dynastic 
rule rather than bringing a complete new ideology and system to the scene. It left the 
Chinese society as feudalistic and hierarchal as it had always been. 
V Concluding remarks 
The totalitarian character of Taiping disqualified the movement's 
revolutionary spirit. It had no intention to bring about a fundamental change of social 
system in China. It did implement a seemingly communal system very different from 
that of local gentry, but it did not break out of the framework of a strictly hierarchical 
society as a whole. The traditional Confucian gentry put people into various social 
strata in terms of intellectual attainment through the means of imperial examination. 
The Taiping instead used a measure of productivity and military achievement for the 
same purpose. A social ladder still existed for people to climb upward by their 
achievement. People who failed to achieve in any accord remained helpless and 
hopeless. 
22 Thomas H. Reilly, The Taiping Heavenly Kingdom. Rebellion and the Blasphemy of Empire, 114 
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It is also questionable that if the Taiping would ever have brought equality in 
their kingdom. The spirit of equality was absent in the Taiping movement and its 
polity. Decision rested in the hands of a few charismatic leaders while participation 
of members on military and political decisions was kept to the minimum. Even the 
religious practices did not show any spirit of equality. Despite being a religious 
movement, there were no signs of popularization of religious knowledge. Members 
were asked to memorize and recite prayers distributed by the leaders, but the 
authority of interpreting religious text and messages were all in the hands of the 
leaders. 
After all, the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom is worth special attention because it 
was the first encounter of Christian inspired and Chinese inspired messianism. The 
outcome was a complete distortion of Christianity. This is said not in order to defend 
orthodox Christianity, but in order to show how the popular religious spirit of 
Chinese tradition seems to have the power to turn things hierarchical, conservative 
and pragmatic. We can rightly say that Taiping Christianity was actually heretic. This 
makes it even more important for us to understand it properly and to look at the heart 
of an outcome such as the Taiping movement. The Taiping Heavenly Kingdom was 
surely a popular Chinese religious movement while its Christian elements were 
seriously problematic. Nevertheless, even if the Taiping converts had made their faith 
right it would not necessarily lead them to a more revolutionary and dynamic 
movement. The Taiping movement had fallen short of a real transforming force 
largely because in its core, it was not transforming and dynamic. At the same time, it 
is also because the Chinese tradition was fundamentally in conflict with the values of 
freedom and equality. If we set our eyes on untangling the cultural knots that had 
52 
pulled back the Chinese people from freedom and transformation, we will need to 
pay more effort in allowing the dynamic forces coming out from attitudes and values 
which are strange to ours to be able to challenge, question and even overcome our 
tradition. It will be an experience of both pain and fulfilhnent. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
A Christian eschatology in Chinese tradition -problem and opportunity 
Christianity has both its conservative and revolutionary aspects. Yet we see a 
tendency of Chinese Christians clinging to the conservative side. It is probably 
because harmony and unity are important pillars of Chinese tradition, meanwhile the 
eschatological view in Chinese religions is basically pessimistic. In this chapter I 
attempt to layout a few factors which may have influenced the shaping of a Christian 
eschatology in Chinese tradition. These factors combined to overshadow the dynamic 
and transforming power of Christianity. It is worthwhile to look into how Chinese 
Christian may have overlooked our task to make life better for humanity, so that we 
can resume our divine vocation in revealing the beauty and honor of the Creation for 
the glory of the Creator. 
I. Denial of the world in Chinese rei igious tradition 
1. Pessimistic about the world and optimistic about the humanity 
Chinese thinking holds a perception of the world very different from the 
general Christian perception. Some Christians hold a negative of the world and 
culture because they consider them as a result of human sinfulness, while other 
Christians hold a rather positive perspective thinking that the world and culture only 
fell short of revealing the perfect image of the original creation. But in general, the 
world is seen as good in Christianity because the Creator is perfect. The personal 
God being the origin of all creation and the creative activities of God is a major 
theme in Christianity. The faith in the perfect God and in the creation of God 
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supports an overall positive view of the world. A passion is grown from this positive 
attitude in bringing changes, and in correcting wrong doings so that the world can 
become better, even though perfection is not within the range of human effort. Even 
Christians who adopt a less optimistic view about progression and development of 
the human world will still look positively at the cosmos and its history because they 
think that it is under the in of God the Creator. In seeing the goodness of the creation 
and recognizing the weakness of human nature, Christianity actually favors 
development and change under the condition that the interest of any individual or 
specific group should not be given too much advantage. 
Quite in contrast to how Christianity sees the world and human beings, the 
Chinese perspective is more optimistic about human virtues while it is pessimistic 
about a gradual improvement of the world. In fact, the purpose of Chinese 
philosophy and religion is to nurture and develop the goodness and virtues of human 
beings. It is very different from the Christian understanding that human beings are 
themselves helpless in conquering their own sinfulness and corrupted nature. It is 
somehow strange that while Chinese tradition is so concerned about the practical 
aspects of life, it does not believe in the possibility of improvement of the real world. 
Chinese religious thought does not believe in the progress and betterment of the 
world. Instead, it regards the doom for the end of the world as an inescapable and 
destined cosmic mandate. Therefore, there is no reason for any attempt of change as 
there will be no hope in such a rescue of the human world. The rescue will just 
happen for individuals in accordance with their morality. Since the world is heading 
to a doom for its end and since this end is beyond any human ability for a chance, the 
Chinese people turn to the cultivation of virtue in the hope that because of their good 
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deeds they can escape the ill fate waiting ahead for every creature. 
The belief of an impersonal cosm1c mandate naturally supported a religious 
conviction for individual piety. Without a sinless, almighty and merciful God who 
can forgive sins, Chinese tradition counts on people' own effort and willpower to 
fight against wickedness. When Christianity met Chinese culture during the 
missionary movement of the nineteenth century, the millennia! message of an 
ultimate termination of this sinful and lustful world appealed to the Chinese people. 
But Chinese people took it as a hope of individual deliverance from the existing 
world, not as hope for the divine sovereignty breaking into worldly reality. The 
eschatological hope for the Chinese Christians is a hope of the replacement of a 
completely new creation. The eschatological promise depends on the preparation for 
what will be given in the final redemption. Chinese converts tend to live in an 
expectation of a final ending of the world. As a result, the conservative instead of the 
transforming dimension of Christian eschatology overwhelmed the Chinese 
believers. 
11. The impersonal cosmic mandate and its interrelation with humanity 
In Christianity, the failure of man is clearly distinguished from the creation of 
the world. However the belief of cosmic-human interrelation in Chinese tradition 
basically ruled out such a distinction between man and world. This is another 
important difference between Christianity and Chinese tradition. The cosmic 
mandate is impersonal, unchangeable and therefore emotionless compared to the 
logos of Christianity which is a personal God who is slow to anger and full of mercy. 
The idea that the almighty and merciful Creator is willing to save the entire creation 
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in Christianity gave rise to the hope to reform the society in order to bring out the 
original beauty of it. Meanwhile this idea which favors social reform is absent in 
Chinese culture. Consequently, Chinese Christian will find it easier to hold on to a 
dualistic point of view in seeing the relationship between the divinity and the world. 
With a tradition of an impersonal cosmic mandate that decided the fate of 
every creature, Chinese people are more interested in knowing about the fate, rather 
than knowing about the cosmic mandate. When this sentiment is translated into their 
reception of Christianity, Chinese Christians seem more interested in knowing about 
who is going to be saved and who not, rather than in knowing about this God. For 
many Chinese Christians until these days, it is still the salvific promise that matters 
the most in the conversion to Christianity. The salvific promise in terms of securing a 
place in heaven remains one of the most convincing doctrines in evangelization of 
Christianity among Chinese people. It therefore also brings about a fundamental gap 
between Christianity and the Chinese tradition over the identity of the messiah. The 
messiah is meaningful not because of whom he is but because of the salvation that he 
brings to people. Being the most important point of disagreement between 
Christianity and Judaism, the identity of the Messiah seems not much a concern for 
Chinese Christians even though it is no problem for them to confess Jesus Christ as 
the savior. 
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iii. A overall conservatism and submissiveness 
If Europe has a tradition with a receptive attitude toward militant messianic 
movements, 1 China is almost completely to the contrary that its tradition is 
unreceptive to the militant eschatology of the unprivileged. It is because the life of a 
population made up mainly of peasantry was shaped and sustained by communal 
routine and customs. Social relationship was also regulated by norms that every 
member of the community was subjected to it. Europe had eventually gone through a 
time of modernity and urbanization. Enlightenment and industrialization had shaped 
modern Europe and the West. With the breaking down of the pre-modern social 
system to that of industrial city, the people in Europe opened themselves to social 
reforms in order to deal with the plight of the unprivileged in society. Christianity 
had definitely played a role in this process. However, the same process of 
transformation from agricultural to industrial society did not happened in China until 
the twentieth century. During the nineteenth century when Christianity came into this 
giant empire it was basically a society similar to that of Europe in the Middle Age. 
So to speak China is still an infant in the process of modernization. Still struggling 
with entering modernity, China and its culture remain conservative and submissive 
just like many ancient cultures. And this conservatism and submissiveness are 
reflected in the eschatological view of Chinese religion as well as Chinese 
Christianity as I have tried to demonstrate earlier in this study. 
tv. Evangelization instead of revolution as political quest 
One may ask if this staying away from reforming the society contradicts the 
practical and political nature of Chinese culture. While not attracted to the reform 
1 There were militant messianic movements by the underprivileged and unemployed migrants in the 
cities, and peasants ' revolts in Middle Age Europe. See Norman Cohn, The Pursuit of the 
Millennium (New York: Harper & Row, 1961 ), 24 
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and improvement of society on behalf of the underprivileged, the millennia! 
eschatology actually provides another outlet for Chinese Christians to realize their 
practical and political quest. It is reflected in the passion for evangelization. 
Millennialism captivates Chinese Christians in a way that it transmits their political 
ambition to evangelization. It means that evangelization has become a political 
conquest by the gospel. Unable and discouraged from bringing any changes in 
political and social order, Chinese Christians finds it even more persuasive to deny 
the value of social entity but to uphold the eternal treasure of the heavenly kingdom. 
This heavenly kingdom is a polity standing outside of the present world where 
ultimate and eternal peace and content can be found. A hope of this perfect heaven 
undermines the desire to improve the world but to put it behind as soon as a person is 
converted. Pessimism regarding the present world and a general attitude of pacifism 
distance Chinese Christians from any thought of violent opposition or bloody 
revolution, something that is , in contrast, considered a legitimate way to achieve 
righteousness in liberation theology. Christianity in China has always preferred peace 
and harmony on the expense of righteousness and equality. It is probably because 
unity and harmony are the pillars of Chinese society that they cannot be risked. 
However, if unity and harmony are preserved at the expense of righteousness and 
equality, as it has always been in Chinese society, it is in fact not to the benefit of 
progress and modernization. 
v. A political and totalitarian millennium 
Historical experience has already told us the danger of the formation of 
millennial eschatology. The two World Wars, Soviet Communism, the Cold War have 
all something to do with a political theology of millennialism. It is more than the 
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problem of interpreting the relation between the world and history, or history and the 
eschaton. The "Christendom" had always begun with a good intention to evangelize, 
but, in the end it brought about the rise of totalitarianism and exclusion. The 
enthusiasm of evangelizing China for some people who may want to realize the next 
Christendom on this giant nation can turn it to a religious monopoly. The enthusiasm 
in this fast advancing and truthful religion will eventually turn the mere religious 
passion to a political desire. But such a political desire will look for benefits and 
advantages for those who are affluent and powerful in society and the poor and 
powerless will be left with empty hands. Consequently, this potential Christendom 
will become a totalitarian polity where social justice remains questionable. History 
allowed Christians to experiment different ideologies of the millennium and thus 
reminds us of the tragedy that it could possibly bring about and thus the need of 
reinterpretation of it from time to time. Given the optimism in humanity and 
submissiveness to authority (the same applies to religious leaders) in Chinese 
tradition, together with the enthusiasm in modernizing and strengthening China with 
Christianity, it actually needs extra carefulness and thoughtfulness in the formation 
of millennia! and messianic theology for China. 
11. Denial of the world in Chinese Christianity 
1. Popularity of Dispensationalism 
As Sola Scriptura and inerrancy of the bible being the golden rule in their 
faith confession, Chinese Christians are especially outstanding in following the 
Christian bible literally word by word. Literal reading of scriptures shapes the 
interpretation of the teaching concerning the world and its fate. Some of those 
interpretations may go as far as to numerical details, i.e. calculating the exact year 
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for the millennia! events to happen. Dispensationalism has become a popular 
interpretation from what can be read from the Book of Revelation. As a result many 
Chinese Christians hold a firm belief in a certain "foretold" events during the end 
time. For instance, warfare between nations during the approach of the end described 
in the Book of Revelation shares similarity with the Maitreya belief about the 
messianic figure and therefore is taken by many Chinese believers as such. 
Dispensationalism still prevails until very recently that military conflict in the 
Palestine is being preached as the warfare before the coming of Christ.2 Historical 
and religious factors concerning Jerusalem fuels not only the hostility between Israel 
and the Arab nations, but also the belief that the Lord will be coming to reclaim his 
domain from the enemy hiding under the mask of a secular world. 
The Dispensationalists also visualizes the salvific action at the ascension of 
the church by the coming Christ. The ascension is the final indication of who will be 
saved by the Lord. This ascension literally means people being taken up from the 
earth to heaven. This leads to an important implication that everything under the sky 
will be abandoned by the Lord who will by then have the new holy city prepared for 
all genuine believers of God. Setting eyes on the ultimate goal of being lifted up to 
heaven will eventually make people to look down on earthly matters and even 
interpersonal relationship. In this way they are actually encouraged to give up 
meaning of life to wait for the ascension to come. This is basically the same kind of 
religious enthusiasm within Chinese religiosity that one side of it helps people to 
endure hardship in life but the other side of it acts as an obstacle for people 
encountering the divine in real life. The latter is very much the problem of the 
2 David C.K. Ng holds this Dispensational view on a direct relation of the political and military 
conflict in the Middle East to the readiness of the second coming. See David C.K . Ng, Mo shi xian 
lu yan jiu zhi yi : Matai er shi si zhang de jiang fun. *t!Lt'i!JM5ff5EZ- : /!fff:i:~ +!!9ifitt!Jffll!tJffj 
[End Time Study Circuit (1)] (Hong Kong: Zhong zi chu ban she, 1984), 31-37 
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Chinese faith cotnmunity today. 
11. A Dualist worldview 
It provides a presupposed the contradictive nature of the present world versus 
the spiritual world, the latter only to be actualized with the coming of God's 
Kingdom. It is saying God's Kingdom does not exist in the human world at all until 
the second coming of Christ whence the Lord will bring his kingdom on earth. It is 
saying also the world, or the cosmos, is actually to the opposite of salvation. We 
should have two questions to ask here, firstly, whether the world is evil or is it 
neutral in nature? Secondly, does it require the present cosmos to be eliminated in 
order that the coming cosmos, i.e. the Kingdom of God can come? According to 
Watchman Nee, a well known and influential Chinese Christian leader and preacher, 
the answer is undoubtedly affirmative to the elimination of this evil world 3 • Nee was 
not among the minority. Many Chinese pastors call the secular activities elementals 
of the world, and draw a clear line between secular world and the spiritual domain 
that belongs to God. In a brief summary, the "dualist" school divides humanity into 
two, one belonging to God and the other belonging to Satan. Moreover, they do not 
even emphasize on avoiding secular affairs (although they would never encourage it 
either) like some "pietistic" teachers do. As they firmly believe that the secular world 
and human activities must not escape the final judgment it makes no sense to care 
about all non-spiritual things. Meanwhile, they interpret salvation base on the event 
of Exodus. That how God had delivered the Israelites from the hands of the 
Egyptians, God will deliver Christians from the world in the same manner. In another 
word, the world and the activities of it are meaningless in the eternity and they will 
3 Watchman Nee, Bu yao ai shi jie /f\ J!l ~ fjf J7!. [Love Not the World] (Monterey Park, Calif. : 
Meiguo Jidu tu chu ban she, 1993) 
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all be put to destruction on the Judgment Day. 
Either dispensationalism or dualism reflects a strong belief of determined 
future behind the theological stance. Distrust and pessimism in the Chinese religious 
culture may have failed to allow a more genuine and comprehensive Christian 
eschatology to be cultivated within Chinese Christian churches. The problem of such 
a conservative bias in Chinese Christianity is that it hinders the revolutionary and 
uncompromising forces of the Christian faith to take effect. The forces are essential 
in order to act against the wrongs in the world and humanity. The opportunity thus 
lies in how to reveal these forces of Christianity so that it can bring positive changes, 
renewal and hope to the Chinese people. 
Ill. Conclusion 
We should be able to suggest an alternative perspective in order to answer the 
need to rejuvenate the eschatological interpretation in Chinese Christianity. Two 
major concepts which require re-theologizing are perception of the world and 
salvation. The following points of reflection are proposed for this theologizing 
process. 
1. The Sin of Despair4 
When we question the value of the world and decide to deny it, we are already 
committing the sin of pride in two ways. First, the humanity wanting to be God is 
one side of the sin, while the other side of such pride is hopelessness, resignation, 
inertia and melancholy. 5 It is also a refusal to obey the divine command to have the 
humanity manage the world. Therefore, alienating oneself from the world will not 
4 Jurgen Moltmann, The Coming of God Christian Eschatology. Translated by Margaret Kohl. 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), 22 
5 Ibid. 
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help a person's sanctification. But rather it gives us an excuse to evade difficulty and 
responsibility. The sin of despair reflects humans' reliance on our own might but not 
the trust in God. Moreover, the despair toward the world tends to result in 
hopelessness rather than piety or sanctification. Rejection of the world could not help 
lighten up people's life if it is already overwhelmed with sadness. Hopelessness 
could just lead to toleration of injustice and more despair. Vicious cycle of despair in 
reality and hopelessness in the world is a repeating phenomenon in the Chinese 
history as well as her religious history. The opportunity lies in a breakthrough on the 
denying of our home on earth. 
11. Mission of the eschatological hope 
It is very questionable to see the eschatological promise of salvation and 
deliverance as a private event. It is likely a prophetic message coming along with the 
salvific promise. The Christian faith community is called from world not to isolate 
from where we come from but to bear witness. The eschatological promise is also 
calling people to accept changes in every aspect of life. The hope of overcoming the 
wickedness in the world could not possibly rest in the refusal of encountering and 
even confronting everything which belongs to it. The hope calls people to act in the 
name of God. 
It is equally questionable to believe in quickening the second comtng of 
Christ by doing various deeds from social reform to poverty alleviation. People 
should have enough good reasons to work for the underprivileged and poor. The 
millennialism theologies may have hindered many keen Christians from focusing on 
the real mission behind the eschatological promise, which I believe is the invitation 
to the entire humanity to play a part in history. That we believe the humanity has the 
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responsibility to live integrally and righteously, and the power to facilitate the most 
miraculous changes and renewal of the cosmos. 
No interpretation of Christian dogmatic, including the eschatology, can stand 
on it own feet without the base of soli Deo gloria: the glorification of God. Since the 
glorification of God is the purpose of all things, and since God wants himself 
glorified among the believers, Christians are in fact called to enjoy God. This means 
that glorification of God is neither put into action to fulfill any moral purpose, nor for 
any economic utility. 6 The glorification of God being the purpose of all things has no 
purpose and utility. And this is what I think the most important to the faith for 
Chinese Christians, to the formation of Christian theology for China, and to the 
spreading of the Christian gospel in China. For Chinese Christianity and Chinese 
theology, I simply want to say that we should understand the nature and limitation of 
our culture and tradition so that we could put them under the divine order to make 
sensible suggestion out of it in the theologizing endeavor. 
6 Jurgen Moltmann, The Coming of God. Christian Eschatology Translated by Margaret Kohl. 
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